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This is a tale of two cities, not the London and Paris described by Charles Dickens, but Batavia, New York and its namesake, Batavia, Illinois.  I spent a day earlier this summer visiting Batavia, Illinois hoping to learn more about its history and the man, Judge Isaac Wilson, who is responsible for the two communities sharing the same name.  The following is a two-part summary of my observations.

Part I:  Early Histories
The two Batavias share several features in common.  They are at nearly the same latitude and elevation above sea level.  A stream flows through the center of each, streams that early on were tapped as a source of power although, in both instances, they no longer serve that function.  The earliest settlers in both instances tended to come from the Northeast while immigrants from foreign nations later figured prominently in their growth, for example, Swedes in the case of Batavia, Illinois and Italians and Poles in the case of Batavia, New York.  Both communities date to the early 1800s although founded a generation apart.  In both instances, they were frontier communities at the time of their founding.  Neither has grown to become more than a small city.  And, of course, they have the same name.
Why did these two cities come to have the same name? The answer is found in the actions of Judge Isaac Wilson after whom the main street in Batavia, Illinois is named.  Wilson spent most of his adult life as a resident of West Middlebury, New York, a hamlet in the northern part of Wyoming County and just a few miles from Batavia, New York.  (At the time, Wyoming County had not yet been created, so West Middlebury, like Batavia, was a part of Genesee County.)  At the age of 55, rather abruptly it seems, Wilson immigrated to a place called “The Head of the Big Woods” about 35 miles west of Chicago.  When he became its first postmaster six years later, he used his authority as postmaster to rename this small frontier community.  He chose to call it, “Batavia,” although it had no association with Dutch investors from the Netherlands, the factor that figured prominently in the naming of Batavia, New York.  Was Wilson feeling homesick?  Did he think his new home resembled the village back in western New York after which it was named?  The answer has been lost, if it was ever known.
Who was Isaac Wilson and why did he leave western New York?  In Genesee County of the early 1800s, Wilson was a prominent public figure.  During the War of 1812, he served as a captain.  He was a member of the New York State Assembly, the New York State Senate, and was elected to the United States Congress.  Wilson was a deacon and clerk in the Third Baptist Church of Warsaw.  He also served as a Genesee County judge, appointed to that position by the Governor of New York.  Isaac Wilson was a founding trustee of the famed Middlebury Academy and was the first president of the Academy’s Board of Trustees. Thus, it is a mystery as to why, late in his middle age, Wilson left an established community, in which he held so many important positions, for a nearly uninhabited place on the frontier.
Speculations about Wilson’s motivation for moving to the Midwest have assumed that something extraordinary must have been involved.  It has been suggested that he might have had something to do with the disappearance and presumed murder of William Morgan.  Another thought is that he had a role in the “Land Office War” that led to an attempt to burn the Holland Land Office in Batavia, New York.  Wilson’s service in Congress was short-lived due to a successful legal challenge to his election by the man who had been his opponent and was eventually declared the winner by one vote.  Was there something underhanded in this matter that Wilson feared would be discovered?   As with his decision to rename “Head of the Woods,” the explanation for the mystery of Wilson’s immigration will probably never be known.
While there are similarities, there are also many differences in the early histories of the two Batavias.  For example, native American claims to the land which includes Batavia, New York were settled by a payment of $100,000 in a 1797 agreement between Robert Morris and the Seneca Indians.  Consequently, there were peaceful relations between the native Americans of western New York and the early white settlers.  By contrast, the Indian tribes whose land included what became Batavia, Illinois were literally driven from the land despite treaties that had granted them sovereign rights.  At one point, this action escalated into armed conflict known as the “Blackhawk War.”  The earliest white settlers feared for their lives.
Another difference pertains to the manner of the creation of the two Batavias.  Batavia, New York was an intentional community, planned, laid out, and named by Joseph Ellicott, chief surveyor and resident land agent for the Holland Land Company which had purchased much of western New York from Robert Morris.  By contrast, Batavia, Illinois evolved out of single plots of land seemingly purchased almost at random from the U.S. Government by individual stake holders.  Since this land was not surveyed until years later, early settlers of Batavia, Illinois deliberately claimed plots of land at a distance from each other to minimize the risk of overlapping properties.  The first plot of land that eventually became Batavia, Illinois was purchased by Christopher Payne in 1833.  When Payne moved on in 1835, that land became Isaac Wilson’s.
Yet another difference between the Batavias was their rate of growth in the first century of their existence.  Batavia, Illinois grew very slowly and was always smaller than Batavia, New York, a community that grew relatively rapidly.  This difference may be due, in part, to their differences in location relative to other population centers.  Batavia, New York benefited from being on major east-west highways between Buffalo to the west and Rochester and Syracuse to the east.  As railroads appeared, it similarly benefited from being on major east-west lines with the New York Central Railroad being the most notable example.  Major companies are known to have chosen Batavia, New York because of the access to railroads with direct routes to major cities.  Batavia, Illinois, by contrast was rather “out of the way,” a place I think it can be said that wasn’t on the way to anywhere.  It had no major highways or railroads running through the community.
The next part of this report will include observations about more recent historical development.

Part II:  The 20th Century and Beyond

This is a continuation of observations made by Larry D. Barnes, the City Historian of Batavia, New York, arising from his recent visit to Batavia, Illinois.  In Part I, he looked at the early histories of the two communities.  Part II turns to more recent times.
Both of the Batavias developed as places with diverse manufacturing concerns.  In Batavia, New York, companies included Massey-Harris, National Lead, Eaton, Yale, and Towne, Sylvania,  Batavia and New York Woodworking Company, and Wiard Plow to name several.  Industry in Batavia, Illinois was similarly diverse, but the city became especially known for companies building windmills.  Although the windmill manufacturers no longer exist, Batavia, Illinois prides itself in having been the “Windmill Capital of the World” and refurbished windmills are prominently displayed in a waterfront park in the center of the city.
Batavia, New York, in the last 50 years, has suffered from the loss of manufacturing industry characteristic of the country as a whole and the northeast in particular.  With this loss, abundant well paid employment has also diminished.  Batavia, Illinois might have experienced a similar situation except for a very fortuitous development.  In 1966, the Atomic Energy Commission decided to build the Fermi National Accelerator Laboratory on 6,800 acres immediately east of the city limits.  This installation, popularly referred to as an “atom smasher,” was viewed nationally as “the scientific prize of the century.”  With Fermilab came employment of over 2,000 highly educated, highly paid personnel.

The contrasting employment pictures have no doubt contributed to two striking contrasts between the two Batavias in the last few decades. One of these differences is the per capita income level.  It’s more than twice as high in Batavia, Illinois.  The other difference is the percent of the population over 65.  As young people born in Batavia, New York seek employment elsewhere, the proportion of the population over 65 has become nearly twice as great as the proportion found in Batavia, Illinois.
In the last few decades, the population of upstate New York has either remained stable or actually fallen.  The population of Batavia, New York, consistent with the upstate area as a whole, has experienced a decline.  By contrast, the growth of the greater Chicago area has led to an increase in the population of all the communities composing “Chicagoland.”  Since 1980, Batavia, Illinois has undergone a dramatic growth spurt and its population now exceeds that of Batavia, New York by a factor of nearly 2:1.
Both Batavias have seen retail activity move out of the downtown area.  The development of big box stores along Veterans Memorial Drive in New York and that of such businesses along Randall Road in Illinois represent corresponding shifts away from the core of their respective cities.  However, the impact has been significantly different.  The development that took place outside the original boundaries of Batavia, Illinois was followed, in some cases even preceded, by annexation of the land by the city.  Batavia, Illinois is now three times the geographic area it covered a few decades ago.  By contrast, Batavia, New York has been unable to expand geographically and thus has suffered financially from the migration of its retail center to the surrounding township.
Are there any lessons that can be learned from this tale of two cities?  I think there are several. First, realtors are prone to remind us of the importance of location.  That  certainly seems true with the two Batavias.  When all other things appeared equal, the superior location of Batavia, New York in terms of transportation routes was probably the major factor in its superior growth.  Second, whether a region as a whole is doing well or not clearly impacts its constituent parts.  Witness the decline of Batavia, New York as the entire upstate area has declined and compare that to the growth of Batavia, Illinois as “Chicagoland” has developed and prospered.  And third, it also clearly helps to have a political structure that allows for flexibility in the face of change.  Townships in Illinois have a different structure from what exists in New York.  This difference avoids the competition between township and city that occurs in New York.  The city of Batavia, Illinois has been able to grow geographically through annexation because it is not in conflict with the township of Batavia, Illinois.  This is in striking contrast to the situation in New York where the township of Batavia has perceived the city as a threat to its interests and therefore has resisted expansion by the city.
Given its superior location, I think Batavia, New York has the potential to once more be the larger and more dynamic community.  But achieving this outcome probably requires first successfully addressing the region’s problems as a whole, something requiring political effort at several levels.  And, realizing Batavia, New York’s full potential likely requires resolving the competition between the city and its surrounding township.  Perhaps the latter can best be achieved through consolidation of the township and city into a single political entity as will be proposed to local residents in 2012.
